Experimental evidence has shown that brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater, display pairing preferences for their native population. Here, the question of whether social experience affects such preferences was tested. Four groups of juvenile female and male cowbirds from a South Dakota population were housed either with adult birds from the same population or with adult birds from an Indiana population. The Indiana population is from a different subspecies from the South Dakota population, and adult Indiana cowbirds display communicative behaviours that are different from adult South Dakota cowbirds; the communicative cultures of the two populations thus are distinct. The pairing and mating patterns of the juvenile females and males were assessed during their first two breeding seasons. In the first year, 71.4% of the pairings that occurred in a testing aviary were between unfamiliar birds of the same cultural background. In the second year of testing, after another winter of social experience with adults of their respective cultures, 86.2% of the pairings, and 77.3% of the copulations, that occurred were between birds of the same cultural background. These data demonstrate the learning of population-specific courtship and mating patterns in cowbirds, and are among the strongest experimental data to date indicating assortative mating in birds based upon social experience.
Abstract.
Experimental evidence has shown that brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater, display pairing preferences for their native population. Here, the question of whether social experience affects such preferences was tested. Four groups of juvenile female and male cowbirds from a South Dakota population were housed either with adult birds from the same population or with adult birds from an Indiana population. The Indiana population is from a different subspecies from the South Dakota population, and adult Indiana cowbirds display communicative behaviours that are different from adult South Dakota cowbirds; the communicative cultures of the two populations thus are distinct. The pairing and mating patterns of the juvenile females and males were assessed during their first two breeding seasons. In the first year, 71.4% of the pairings that occurred in a testing aviary were between unfamiliar birds of the same cultural background. In the second year of testing, after another winter of social experience with adults of their respective cultures, 86.2% of the pairings, and 77.3% of the copulations, that occurred were between birds of the same cultural background. These data demonstrate the learning of population-specific courtship and mating patterns in cowbirds, and are among the strongest experimental data to date indicating assortative mating in birds based upon social experience. 1996 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour Captive adult cowbirds from geographically distant populations mate assortatively. Birds from a North Carolina population, Molothrus ater ater, and from a Texas population, M. a. obscurus, paired assortatively at approximately a 2:1 ratio (Eastzer et al. 1985) . The aim of the present study was to determine experimentally whether social experience predicts patterns of assortment in cowbirds in semi-natural, captive environments, i.e. whether populational pairing patterns such as those documented by Eastzer et al. (1985) could be learned.
Brown-headed cowbirds are obligate brood parasites; female cowbirds lay their eggs in the nests of other species (Friedmann 1929; Friedmann et al. 1977) . Its parasitic nature has led many to view it as a species for which developmentally closed, or innate, systems of behaviour should prevail, particularly for those behaviour patterns involved in species recognition or mate recognition (Mayr 1963 (Mayr , 1974 Lehrman 1970; Bonner 1980; Todd & Miller 1993) . Elements of male cowbirds' courtship systems, primarily the ontogeny of whistles and songs, however, are influenced by social experience (Rothstein et al. 1986; West & King 1986 , 1988 Rothstein & Fleischer 1987; O'Loghlen & Rothstein 1993) . Recent evidence indicates learning with respect to the effective use of vocal signals in males. Social experience with different species affected mate recognition in young male cowbirds (Freeberg et al. 1995) , and social experience with adult males and females affected young male cowbirds' abilities to acquire mates (Freeberg et al. 1995; West et al. 1996) .
Traditionally, the mating behaviours of female animals have been assumed to be determined innately (Fisher 1958; O'Donald 1983) . Recent work in a variety of organisms implicates a role for social experience, however (Sonnemann & Sjolander 1977; Miller 1979; Clayton 1990; Gibson et al. 1991; Dugatkin 1992; Dugatkin & Godin 1992; Collins 1995) . Although experimental evidence indicates that male cowbirds possess flexible, open systems of behavioural ontogeny, it thus far indicates a general lack of developmental
